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  Figure 2.1    When to Use Measures of Central Tendency

Measure of  
central tendency When to use the measure

Mean With interval/ratio data that are 
normally distributed;

no outliers

Median With ordinal data

With interval/ratio data that are 
skewed or have outliers

Mode With nominal data

	 4.	 What measure of central tendency is obtained by adding all the scores and then 
dividing by the number of scores?

a.	 Mean

b.	 Median

c.	 Mode

	 5.	 What measure of central tendency is the value that has half of the scores above 
it and half of the scores below it?

a.	 Mean

b.	 Median

c.	 Mode

	 6.	 What measure of central tendency should be used when the data are interval 
and there are extreme scores in the distribution?

a.	 Mean

b.	 Median

c.	 Mode

	 7.	 Extreme scores are also called

a.	 outliers.

b.	 modes scores.

Another situation in which you should use the median even though you have interval or ratio data is when 
the distribution is asymmetrical, or skewed. A distribution of scores is skewed if the “tail” on one side of the 
distribution is substantially longer than the tail on the other side. The bar graphs in Figure 2.2 illustrate a 
symmetrical distribution and a negatively skewed distribution, respectively. The mean should be used for 
symmetrical distributions, and the median should be used for highly skewed distributions. It is worth noting 
that when a distribution is symmetrical (or close to being symmetrical), the mean, the median, and the mode 
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